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CHAPTER 6: Activity 10, page 152. 

How to Detect Bias in the News 

At almost any time, it is possible to read any news story in the paper or online, or watch one on TV and pick up on some kind of bias. 
Does everyone remember what bias means? That's right. And even though most journalists try to be unbiased and objective, it's a fact 
that every news story can be influenced by the attitudes and backgrounds of those who are connected to it. For example, in a single 
newspaper article, you may have an interviewer, writer or writers, photographer and likely more than one editor who were involved 
in its publication. 

You should keep in mind that not all bias is deliberate. But to become a better news media consumer, you should watch and listen for 
the following journalistic techniques that allow bias to "creep in" to the news. One type of bias is through placement. Readers of 
papers judge first page stories to be more significant than those buried in the back of the paper. Local newspapers make much 
different choices than national newspapers like USA TODAY. In television and radio, the most important stories are run first and the 
less significant for later, perhaps after the 
weather report. Where a story is placed, therefore, influences what a reader or viewer thinks about its importance. 



Let's move on to headlines. Many people read only the headlines of a news item and most people scan nearly all the headlines in a 
newspaper. Headlines are the most-read part of a paper. Think about how many newspapers are folded. Headlines that are "above 
the fold" are going to get more attention, even by people who are simply walking by a newspaper box. Headlines can summarize as 
well as present carefully hidden bias and prejudices and therefore be misleading. For example, a headline can convey excitement even 
when the story is not exciting. Headlines can express approval or condemnation. This is quite common with politicians. One other 
interesting thing about headlines is that the writer of the story is not necessarily the person who writes its headline. Can you see 
where the different points of view can come in? 

Ok, let's switch to a different aspect of the news... photos and captions and camera angles. Have you ever had a picture taken of 
yourself that you didn't like? Let's face it, some photos are flattering, and others can make a person look unpleasant if taken at an 
inappropriate moment. A newspaper can choose photos to influence opinion. A camera angle, for example, might make someone look 
taller or shorter and perhaps make someone look more threatening or weaker than the person really is. Another type of bias can 
occur when news media use labels and titles to describe people, places, and events. A person can be called an "ex-con" or be referred 
to as someone who "served time twenty years ago for a minor offense." Also, using the labels "liberal" and "conservative" with some 
government officials but not others may have an influence on voters. 

Bias can also appear in statistics and crowd counts. To make a disaster seem more spectacular and therefore worthy of reading 
about, numbers can be inflated. "A hundred injured in an air crash" can be the same as "only minor injuries in air crash," reflecting 
the opinion of the person who is doing the counting. Another example a few years ago were the constant headlines of shark attack 
after shark attack when in fact the number of shark attacks had not increased much from the previous year. 

Similar to the bias that can appear in headlines, the use of positive or negative words or words with a particular connotation can 
strongly influence the reader or viewer. For example, in a follow-up story about whether the Vatican would consider allowing 
married men into the priesthood, the headline from the June 29th, 2003 Miami Herald used the verb "Vatican rejects opening 
priesthood to married men," while the Philadelphia Inquirer the next day chose, "Vatican reaffirms policy of celibacy for priests." 
Obviously, "rejects" is a much stronger verb. With television, viewers can also be influenced by spoken tone of voice. 

Activity 17, Part 1, page 162. 

Good morning everyone. Before we get started today with the lecture, I wanted to review the semester project guidelines in the 
syllabus, if you could pull that out and follow along. As I explained during the first week of class, throughout this semester, you will 
be required to respond to four of the eight ethical questions listed on the last page of the syllabus. You will answer these questions 
with "position papers" that you will complete outside of class. In these papers you will be expected to develop and defend your own 
point of view on a given question. These papers will be a minimum of two pages in length — 500 words. Typed, of course. The papers 
will be due the days of the exams (except the last paper, which is due the last day of class). The topics will be limited to two of the 
questions per due date. For example, you may write on either question 1 or 2 for the first paper, 3 or 4 for the second, and so forth. 
The papers will be graded on a 20- point scale. At least 5 points of this grade will come from spelling and grammar. 

There is also another option. Instead of writing one of the position papers, you may choose to offer a class presentation for the same 
credit on a topic of your choice. If you choose this option, you must sign up for a presentation date by mid-semester week. I will then 
schedule a date for the presentation. Presentations should be at least 10 minutes in length and you will also be asked to respond to 
questions from the students and me. Failure to offer a presentation on a scheduled date will result in an F for the assignment and you 
will not be able to make it up with a position paper. 
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